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The place of community development within social work varies across nations and time. The tensions in the 1970s in the UK gave way to decades when social work has been dominated by issues relating to protecting and caring for individuals. We now have a resurgence of community development activity, bringing together varied disciplines such as urban planning and health promotion as well as social work. Within the U.K. there are now requirements for community development knowledge and skills within qualifying social work training. This paper reflects on experiences in promoting community development practice learning in social work qualifying placements within Health and Social Care Trusts in Northern Ireland. Issues are raised about the diversity and complexity of expectations on qualifying training, and the challenges that face universities, colleges and employing organisations in developing practice learning in this curriculum area. The prospects for improving community development learning within both qualifying and post qualifying education and training are considered particularly in the light of inter-professional and inter-organisational initiatives that put community development on the context of health promotion, housing, crime, poverty and other social issues that might be addressed at community level to improve the health and social well-being of citizens.  
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The paper explores the close historical links between social work practice with individuals and community development in the context of its importance to social work educators who must help students acquire the relevant knowledge and skills. The social work profession, it will be argued, must be flexible to respond to changes affecting virtually every facet of life including housing, crime, poverty and a host of other social issues. The challenges to employing authorities will be discussed as they strive to develop quality learning opportunities in community development. The paper will conclude with some reflections on how learning in this field might be developed within the qualifying and post qualifying frameworks, which must take appropriate account of the complexity of social problems facing society. Such challenges will require a highly skilled, creative workforce capable of adapting to constant change in every walk of life. For our purposes we take as our working definition of community development:

Community development seeks to empower individuals and groups of people by providing these groups with the skills they need to effect change in their own communities. These skills are often concentrated around building political power (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Political_power" \o "Political power​) through the formation of large social groups working for a common agenda. Community developers must understand both how to work with individuals and how to affect communities' positions within the context of larger social institutions (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Social_organisation" \o "Social organisation​) (Wikipedia (a), 2009).


The revision of the requirements for the new social work degree has prompted a consideration in the profession regarding the contribution that community development approaches can bring to promoting and delivering health and social services (DHSSPS, 2003; Scottish Social Services Council, 2003; Welsh Assembly Government, 2004; General Social Care Council, 2005), paralleling developments elsewhere (Dickson & Hoatson, 1999; Claire, 2001; Cslernik, 2001; Gray & Mazibuko, 2002; Corvo et al, 2003). It has long been recognised that it is good social work practice to have the ability to use community development approaches where these best meet the needs of those with whom we work (Biddle & Biddle, 1965; Jones, 1992; Kurland & Salmon, 1989; SSI, 2001 & 2002). The corollary of this for social work educators is that they must ensure that course curricula adequately cover the knowledge and skills required. Practice opportunities on placements need at least in part to offer students the opportunity to become engaged in this approach to social work. In the light of these developments it seems valuable to consider the ramifications of including community development as a core component of social work training. This paper explores some of the practical implications of this, with particular reference to practice in Northern Ireland where statutory social work and social care services are delivered by Health and Social Services Trusts that provide both acute and community health and social services (Griffiths, 1974; CDRG, 1991; Taylor 1998 & 1999).

Historical Context of Social Work and Community Development

Clarifying the relationship between social work and community development is essential if we are to fully appreciate the place of community development approaches in social work, and the implications for practice learning. The International Federation of Social Workers (2004, p.1) states that “the social work profession promotes “social change, problem solving in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to enhance well being. Utilising theories of human behaviour and social systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with their environments.” Adams (1998, p. 10) observes that one of the features of quality in social work lies in the social worker’s role “ meeting personal needs in the context of the categories by which a person is defined, including the groups, families, networks, neighbourhoods and communities to which they relate or belong.” Such definitions, while perhaps not meeting with universal agreement, have particular value in the context of community development as they are open enough to embrace the notion that people may address the problems that confront them on an individual or collective basis. For example Popple’s (1995, p. 60) reference to community development as a model of community work “concerned with assisting groups to acquire the skills and confidence to improve the quality of the lives of its members” lend credence to the concept that clinical (individual) social work and community development lie at different points on the same continuum. This perception of community development as being about people working together to achieve positive change is further illuminated in a Department of Health and Social Services (1999) paper in which community development is described as being about ways of working that seek to encourage communities to tackle for themselves the problems they face. These reflections over the decades of the intrinsic role of community development skills within social work are reflected within the current Wikipedia definition of social work: 

Social work is a social science involving the application of social theory (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Social_theory" \o "Social theory​) and research methods to study and improve the lives of people, groups, and societies. It incorporates and uses other social sciences (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Social_sciences" \o "Social sciences​) as a means to improve the human condition (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Human_condition" \o "Human condition​) and positively change society's response to chronic problems. Social work is a profession committed to the pursuit of social justice (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Social_justice" \o "Social justice​), to the enhancement of the quality of life (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Quality_of_life" \o "Quality of life​), and to the development of the full potential of each individual, group and community in the society. It seeks to simultaneously address and resolve social issues (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Social_issues" \o "Social issues​) at every level of society and economic status, but especially among the poor and sick. Social workers are concerned with social problems, their causes, their solutions and their human impacts. They work with individuals (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Individuals" \o "Individuals​), families (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Family" \o "Family​), groups (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Group_(sociology)" \o "Group (sociology)​), organizations (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Organizations" \o "Organizations​) and communities (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Communities" \o "Communities​) (Wikipedia (b), 2009).

In order to appreciate both the differences and similarities between social work with individuals and with communities we must consider their close historical bonds, which have, across the decades, waxed and waned in changing political and economic climates. The Gulbenkian Report promoted the view that the “community work function should be a recognised part of the professional practice of teachers, social workers, the clergy…” (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1968:149), but many community development workers in the early 1970s sought to dissociate themselves from such professions, which some regarded as elitist (Loney, 1983). By and large, they adopted the title of ‘community worker’, which, as Clarke puts it, “could and did mean everything and nothing.” (1996, p. 3). Clarke goes on to note the hostility of the debate about whether or not community workers and social workers were the same profession in the 1970s and asserts that case-centred professionalism appeared to dominate social work. In subsequent decades themes such as protection (of individual children and vulnerable adults), quality assurance and the assessment of risk seemed to dominate mainstream social work (Taylor, 2006; Taylor & Donnelly, 2006) even though core teaching texts recognised the role of social work as helping individuals, families, groups and communities (Shulman, 1998). 

The 1980s social work education in America recognised common ground between social casework and community organisation. In the developing economies of Asia and Africa there were many examples of how social work including community development approaches successfully addressed significant problems. In the UK the tide began to turn when the Barclay Report (1982) recognised community social work expecting Social Workers to start from problems affecting individuals or groups and the responsibilities and resources of social work departments and voluntary organisations and then seeking to support, enable and underpin the local networks of relationships that form communities (Smith, 1996). 

In Northern Ireland, community development had been marginalized by government agencies in the 1970s due at least in part to the difficulty in undertaking community development work without the dangerous and corrupting influence of paramilitary involvement from either side of the divided community. However by the late 1990s concern over poverty and social disintegration, combined with a new drive to promote health within society and growing confidence in the peace process, has led to increasing public sector backing for community programmes such as Belfast Areas of Need, now including a strong public health emphasis and an acceptance of some public responsibility for broader issues such as urban regeneration.
 
In the wake of the Griffiths Report (1990), community work approaches began to be harnessed more closely to centrally planned initiatives (Smith 1996). Publicly-funded professional disciplines in the 1980s and early 1990s were infused with ideas about the need to manage by objectives, to be accountable and to give value for money in a way that was transparent. Politicians advocated the value of “embracing the principles and practices of the business world in a bid to solve social and policy problems” (Clarke, Gewirtz and McLaughlin 2000: p. 46). To this end, the ‘contract culture’ came in as part of the mixed economy of care (Wistow, 1994), formalising relationships between statutory agencies and voluntary organisations including the community sector (Smith, 1996).

Current Context of Social Work and Community Development

A number of influences have combined more recently to bring a stronger emphasis on community work in the UK which have affected social work, community development and indeed other disciplines such as nursing, health promotion, housing and urban planning (Ledwith, 2005). In the late 1990s the UK government opened up new possibilities for community work with initiatives such as the New Deal for Communities Programme (1998). This was part of the government’s strategy to tackle multiple disadvantage in the most deprived neighbourhoods, and emphasised local community involvement. The combined efforts of a range of health and social services professionals, community development workers and professionals from other fields are now working more closely together to tackle the problems in these areas (Henderson & Armstrong, 1995; Freeman et al, 1997; Calton & White, 1998; Community Development and Health Network, 2000; Anderson et al, 2002). 

Aside from government sponsored activity, Smith (1996) notes that another major player in a bid to achieve community coherence were churches, particularly in England and Wales. The Methodist Church, for example, often uses a community centre model around which they based their activities. Heenan observes that “the re-emergence of interest in community development approaches within social work [which] has seen community development move from being viewed as a radical, marginal approach undertaken by left-wing activists, towards being accepted as an important method of intervention in contemporary social work.” (2004: p. 794). Craig has suggested, inter alia, that in the face of challenges posed by globalisation, community social work, which emphasises user consultation and participation, might begin to offer solutions to the problems of economic displacement and disempowerment. It is hard to envisage how, as a society, we can address problems such as social exclusion without adopting in some measure community development approaches. 

There are now many examples of government sponsored initiatives in the UK ranging from the New Deal for Communities Programme to Health Action Zones (an initiative to tackle health inequalities in deprived areas) as part of a strategy to tackle problematic issues involves many different professions from both the statutory and voluntary sectors working together for the good of the community (DHSSPS, 2004). Health care and other professions have begun to amend their practice to take account of users’ perspectives and wishes and conceptualise community development aspects of their own role (Anderson et al, 2002; Rowley et al, 2002). In this context Clarke (1996) asserts that the social work profession must clarify its objectives in making its own particular contribution to social welfare and concludes that social work “must also decide to take the necessary re-organisational steps needed to reincorporate community development within its territory” (Clarke, 1996: p.5). Thus we can argue that the climate in which social work is now practised underscores the need for community development knowledge and skills amongst Social Workers, paralleling developments in other professions (Levy et al, 2003; Dressendorfer et al, 2005). 

What is clear is that social work in the modern era might still utilise a ‘traditional’ casework approach, where appropriate, while appreciating the part it must play in assisting communities to bring about change through collective action. These examples illustrate the need for social workers to have some knowledge of community development approaches in order to work alongside other agencies to provide an effective service for clients. Social work training courses have an important role to play in enabling those who will constitute the future workforce to begin to develop knowledge skills and values consonant with community development approaches to social work practice through college based teaching programmes and by offering some practice learning opportunities dedicated to this mode of service provision.

Implications for Social Work Training

Having established the place of community work in the Social Worker’s kitbag of knowledge and skills, we now consider the implications for qualifying training in the light of the experience of placement provision in Health and Social Care Trusts in Northern Ireland which deliver statutory social work and social care services. Tentative suggestions will be made in relation to the expectations of students at different stages of qualifying training. Cognisance will be taken of the difficulties facing employing authorities and staff (e.g. practice teachers) charged with offering quality placements which (over two practice learning periods) must offer a total of nine practice learning requirements, of which community development is one. The paper will conclude with a brief consideration of how community development learning could be taken forward in the post qualifying framework, given that social work students are likely to acquire only a basic level of competence in this area during qualification.

As we begin to consider the practical implications of offering students learning opportunities in this field, we continue to be challenged by the problems discussed above of defining community development in order to tease out the implications for the development of knowledge and skills by students. Conlon (2001: p. 2), referring to the statutory sector definition, suggests “community development is about strengthening and bringing about change in communities. It consists of a set of methods which can broaden vision and a capacity for social change, and approaches, including consultancy, advocacy and relationships with local groups.” If we accept this as a working definition for our purposes, the first task facing the training team (practice teacher, tutor, line manager, on site supervisor and student) is to decide what this means in practical terms for the student in that particular placement setting. 

O’Neill and Campbell (2004), in discussing curriculum guidance for students doing the degree in social work, suggest that those using community development approaches should be able to operationalise values such as respect, integrity, partnership and citizenship at the core of their work with people. Such values resonate easily with social work values as enshrined in the Northern Ireland Social Care Council’s Code of Practice for Social Care Workers, such as protecting the rights and promoting the interests of service users and clients.

O’Neill and Campbell also offer useful suggestions as to the knowledge and skills levels students might be expected to possess depending on which stage of the course they have reached. For example, a student at Level Two (first placement point) might be expected to have some understanding of the role of the community social worker vis-à-vis knowledge of theories of welfare, capacity building etc. At Level Three – final placement – they should possess skills in networking with agencies and groups. As an example from our local placements, one student was asked to complete a questionnaire with voluntary group representatives to elicit their views on the quality of support offered to them by the Trust. Another student was offered the opportunity to undertake a caseload review in a fieldwork team to identify common issues. When the student completed this work she was given the opportunity to carry out a profile of resources in the area which would have been useful to address issues that the student identified from the caseload. Clearly a greater range of skills are required to do the second task noted above, indicating a progression in skill level.

These are examples of the knowledge and skills students require As an example, one practice teacher drew up an inventory of voluntary groups who could utilise the services of a student where the nature of the work, estimated time scales, levels of support and accountability arrangements were specified. One piece of work involved the student assisting in making funding applications for other groups, such as senior citizens, lunch clubs etc.

Much depends on the level the student has reached and the amount of time dedicated on placement to using community development approaches. For example, one student was asked to analyse questionnaires with respect to the needs of the Polish community in the area. This offered the student an insight into issues such as social inclusion and immigration. The value of an inventory lies in the fact that estimated timescales can assist the training team to choose appropriate options. Some pieces of work will require relatively little time input, e.g. a few hours per week, others may require 1-2 days, such as the work required of one student assisting with a Community Transport Voucher Scheme. There may also be opportunities for students working alongside more experienced workers, e.g. with the Travelling Community, offering the student insights into how these groups of citizens, often socially excluded, can be oppressed (Kilfeather and Stewart, 1999). O’Neill (1999) discusses the contribution made by a community work team in assisting a self-help carers’ support group write a constitution to achieve charitable status. 

Role of the Universities and Colleges in Community Development Placements

Universities and colleges play a critical role in relation to raising awareness regarding community development during the academic component of the course prior to the student going on placement (Artelt and Thyer, 1998). Direct teaching on the existing interrelationship between agencies providing personal social services, community work teams and community groups based in the region where they are situated (i.e. in the area where students are likely to do their placements) would provide a sound context for understanding community-related issues. As well as knowledge of legislation and policies related to community development, students need to begin to appreciate the “politics” of the area which are a key issue for community groups. 

Work opportunities for students on placements that include community development may well require them to work with representatives of community groups and other professionals in a non-therapeutic role. Interventions in these instances may be to consolidate and develop good working practices and identify problematic issues. In terms of the skills required to perform such tasks, students need training in communication skills such as questioning and listening but their use of empathy may need to be “toned down” in interviews with representatives of community groups who want a “business like” approach to meetings. Other skills such as the capacity to be assertive and the ability to guide discussions may need to be more evident. While the skills of group work are of some relevance here, other skills such as negotiation, advocacy, conflict resolution, chairing group meetings and even skills in public relations may be of greater significance. 

A broad approach to identifying social problems (Smale et al, 2000) and exploring possible approaches gives students a sound basis for reflective practice to face new and emerging challenges. The challenge of new ethnic minority groups in a locality is an example where a community approach may be most helpful (Glugoski et al 1994). There is much to learn from new social challenges and some action research concepts may be useful to the Social Worker (Haber et al, 2003; Munford & Sanders, 2003; Huang & Wang, 2005; Farquhar et al, 2006), building on the systems thinking common in social work courses (Raczynski et al, 2001). Some work has been done to develop a conceptual framework for community development as part of the social work curriculum (Pippard & Bjorkluna, 2003) and models from elsewhere may also be of value (Lafferty & Mahoney, 2003). There is also work to be done to develop the research base so that community work interventions may be more soundly based on best evidence (Mitchell et al, 2002; Darragh & Taylor, 2006).

Role of the Employing Agency in Community Development Placements

Preparation for placements as far as the agency is concerned might begin with a survey of the local community to discover which community group(s), if any, could benefit from a student working with them. This is a particularly salient issue for placements as the nature of community development tends to be quite nebulous with considerable emphasis on process as well as outcomes (Twelvetrees, 1991).   Hawtin, Hughes and Percy-Smith, (1994) have noted that in recent times statutory agencies are interested in ways of obtaining feedback from their customers. One of the tasks of a student social worker might be to do a community profile. Work of this nature may provide a student with evidence of the capacity to communicate and network with others and carry out an assessment of community need. 

Watson, Burrows and Player (2002) have noted the vital role of practice teachers in helping students to understand the links between their classroom studies and placement activities. Practice teachers with expertise in the field of community development might contribute to the teaching in universities and colleges and should be able to offer insights into working within a particular system and the legislative and procedural framework (Ash, 1995). Practice teachers from such settings could give practical examples from their own experience to illustrate the nature of the interrelationship of organisations in that area.

In terms of the curriculum, skills teaching on empowerment and enabling might be developed to include the use of these skills with community groups. However, the range of skills needs to be much wider than this and should include, as O’Neill (2005) notes, other skills such as negotiation, conflict resolution, advocacy, management and financial management may be required. This may require them to use more innovative ways of teaching students and assessing their competence in the context of community projects rather than as workers with individual clients. Both college and agency staff may need additional training to enable them to teach these skills. 

Everitt and Hardiker (1996) stress the importance of us all engaging in evaluation for good practice and this activity will be critical for fostering community development knowledge and skills. Tutors and practice teachers working with students would need to familiarise themselves with somewhat different evaluation tools and help students to appreciate the nature of these. Practice teachers might make use of evaluation tools such as the Tree Exercise described by Ginnety (2001) which was used in the context of the evaluation of the Drumchapel Health Project in Glasgow. The completion of exercises like this by students and those with whom they have worked may offer important evidence of the student’s ability to meet the social work qualifying requirements. 

Students on placements that have an emphasis on community development need clear guidance t establish what might constitute evidence of the effectiveness of their community development practice. Students might have played an integral part in helping members of a neighbourhood residents group develop their skills, but evidence for this could take years to emerge, much longer than the length of the placement. Even evidence for outputs and processes may be difficult enough to obtain over the relatively short period of the placement, such as changed attitudes in those with whom they engage and effective facilitation of meetings. Thus there is considerable preparatory work required of practice teachers, tutors and managers in advance of the placement to ensure that students are offered appropriate opportunities to meet the requirements of the social work course etc where tangible evidence of competence is required. Shardlow and Doel’s (1996) suggestion on agreeing a practice curriculum would be of particular benefit to students in placements, which are either wholly or partly dedicated to community development practice. 





The inclusion of community development placements as part of a range of social work placements on offer thus raises some challenging issues for all those involved in social work education. Social work educators must take cognisance of Banks’ point (2001, p.1) that social work “has embraced work in a number of different settings (residential homes, area offices, community development projects) with workers taking on a range of different tasks…….for a variety of different purposes. In order to prepare students adequately for work in a diverse range of settings, it has been argued that they need to be taught a wider range of skills in order to meet the requirements of work practice on these sites. Some might argue that it is inappropriate to teach these skills to all students as some will not work in settings utilising community development approaches. However, the ever more diverse roles that Social Workers are expected to play would render the teaching of such skills invaluable in enabling students to become generically competent workers.

Reflection on the need to educate social work students to enable them to appreciate community and group work approaches raises some important questions: given the array and complexities of skills and knowledge required in this area of practice how much can we reasonably expect of the student on qualification? How much should be expected at each stage of the qualifying and post-qualifying curriculum? Should we be defining more closely a basic curriculum of interpersonal skills work with individuals and groups at qualifying level as a sound foundation upon which can be built more specialist courses such as particular therapeutic approaches with individuals as well as community work with neighbourhood groups? Should we place more emphasis on developing community work skills within the post qualifying curriculum (Anderson, 2002)? These are questions that continue to present challenges in social work education, and for social work educators (Hok Bun Ku, 2005). 

Regarding the curriculum, Clarke suggests a compendium of information on which decisions can be made to enable an organisation to move forward. He lists such skills as “assessment of the current service capability”, “appraisal of leadership strengths”, “provision of a critique of the public image and public relation needs” (Clarke, 1996, p.111). These are examples of more advanced skills which a social worker might acquire after qualification.
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